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Abstract 
This paper deals with Information and Communication Technologies’ (ICTs) effect on 
social relations in a peri-rural town in Tanzania. With the use of actor-network theory 
this paper aims to comprehend how actors distribute, mobilize and negotiate flows and 
connections centered around internet access. The conclusions is made on the basis of 
empirical data collected during two weeks of fieldwork and academic literature. With the 
use of various concepts the paper analyses how internet access and usage can affect 
existing social structures. It further analyses how ICT can promote dependency, 
emancipation and empowerment. The paper concludes that it is crucial to implement 
and evaluate effects of ICTs in accordance with the situational relevance of the affected 
community. The paper further concludes that individuals’ economic and social capital 
and engagement in social networks are crucial to both acquiring situational relevant 
information and obtaining technological competencies which can foster digital and 
citizen empowerment. The paper finally concludes that implementation of ICTs can 
reinforce hierarchical relationships and augment dependency relations, but that it 
increases the distribution of information which is beneficial to the community.   
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Social Relations and Mobile Internet Access and Usage 
 in Less Connected Communities 
 
A conceptual case study 
 
Chapter 1: The Problem 
1.1 Problem Area 
 
Mobile phones have long been pivotal to a discussion on information and 
communication technologies’ (ICTs) contribution to development in less connected parts 
of the world (Myhr and Nordstrøm 2006; Rashid and Elder 2009; Salia et al. 2011; 
Furuholt and Matotay 2011). The last decades, the link between ICTs, in particular the 
internet, and development has been highlighted as key factors for improving the 
livelihoods of people residing in less connected communities. The idea is that rural and 
peri-rural residents with access become empowered through ICTs. Empowerment in 
this sense should be understood as individuals or communities gaining control of their 
own lives. ICTs can hence facilitate means to increase profit in business, efficiency in 
agriculture and facilitate sustainability, which can foster citizen empowerment and 
improve social change (Sife et al. 2012; Souter et al. 2005; Molony 2009). With less 
connected societies we understand communities with little or no connection to other 
parts of the world, and communities in which communication media and technologies 
are largely unequally distributed (Mäkinen 2006:389). This categorisation should be 
seen in contrast to what we have coined the global network society, referring to the 
parts of the world - either local or national - which are strongly connected to each other, 
and in which means to communicate with other parts of the world (by physical 
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transportation, ICTs, knowledge, language or authority) are abundant. This classification 
is inspired by Castells. 
 
1.1.2 Arguments For and Against ICTs in Development Strategies 
 
Where traditional development aid can often seem bureaucratic and time-consuming, 
the idea of using information technologies to improve the livelihoods of the world’s poor 
and unfortunate in a more immediate manner, has invoked a notion among some, that 
ICTs can pose a way for a whole social class of people to leapfrog into prosperity. 
(Powell et al. 2012:4-5). This idea is not new, and as long as ICTs have been thought to 
be able to pave the way out of poverty, just as long have counter-arguments been 
around. ICT for development or ICT4D is a term used to cover the field of ICTs in 
development matters, which is based on the premise that improvement and distribution 
of information and communication technology will increasingly improve social and 
economic conditions, especially in the developing world. However, the concepts of 
progress and development are ever-changing, as are the ideas regarding the effects of 
empowerment, the debate on the level of instantaneity of ICTs in development, and the 
arguments regarding the readiness of local societies for “modern technologies” (Powell 
et al. 2012:4). 
 
Smartphone services and mobile internet accessibility in East Africa has been argued to 
have the potential to create a virtuous circle for information access and sharing, as 
capacity in technical know-how is claimed to drive content in local networks (Hellström 
2010:32) while expanding and strengthening social networks (Sife et al. 2010; Souter et 
al. 2005; Hellström 2010). However, despite this idea of ICTs lifting entire communities 
out of poverty being widely accepted among academics, politicians and scholars, the 
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notion has also been met with substantial critique. Much of the counter-arguments 
endorsing this critique are found in the academic literature dealing with implementation 
of mobile phones and internet access as a development strategy in less connected 
parts of the world. The term digital divide is often central to the debate, comprising both 
arguments for ICTs as inclusive and exclusive to less connected people and 
communities in relation to the globally connected society. Critique regarding ICTs in 
development encompass challenges related to dependency. The argument is that ICTs 
in development are supposed to emancipate people in less connected communities 
from the power structures which hold them from exercising the agencies they 
themselves contemplate, but that ICTs carry the risk of augmenting this dependency 
relationship. Another challenge in this regard is that these technologies may not apply to 
the life which the involved people value (Kleine et al. 2012:42). Further, one of the major 
arguments criticizing ICTs in development is that the new ICTs risk to create or widen 
the divide between the haves and the have-nots both on a local and on a global level 
(Kleine et al. 2012; Souter et al. 2005:16, Mäkinen 2006, Schech 2003). 
 
In this report we seek to investigate the directly observable effects of ICTs in a limited 
geographical area. More specifically the purpose of this research has been to explore 
how information and communication through wi-fi usage and access affect power and 
connectivity relations between smartphone users and non-smartphone users in the 
small peri-rural village of Atbo1, Tanzania. We will explore how external as well as local 
actors shape discourses on ICTs and offline as well as online social relations between 
individuals in the village. By social relations should be understood any relationship 
between human actors. Further we intend to clarify the potentials of mobile internet 
access in Atbo and how to best exploit these potentials. 
                                            
1
 The name of the village is anonymised 
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1.1.3 The Scope and Content of our Research 
 
Previously, research in this academic field has focused largely on feature phones -  the 
expression defining low-cost mobile phones with limited functions and typically without 
features giving access to the internet - partially because the spread of smartphones in 
rural areas in most parts of Africa is relatively limited (Souter et al. 2005:15; Hellström 
2010, Informa 2014:11) and partially because owning a smartphone does not 
necessarily indicate access to internet. The interest regarding this topic, however, has 
been enormous, and information on the needs and demands aimed at smartphone 
connectivity, usage and applications in rural areas around the world are only increasing. 
The forecasts to internet and smartphone penetration in less connected communities 
are being discussed by companies, governments, NGOs and academics, and though it 
is clear that this is a market emerging with immense speed, there is still much debate on 
how fast exactly the penetration by these innovations are occurring, how they are best 
distributed and received, who is going to benefit from them, and at which cost (Informa 
2014:11). In this regard, we will investigate topics of digital literacy and technological 
competencies in order to envisage the path from the idea of ICTs in development to the 
social change these technologies, media and services are argued to provide. 
 
When examining the factors leading to digital empowerment, we cannot overlook one of 
the most basic needs: economic capital. The issue of economic capital is crucial, but 
due to the fact that the field of study is in rapid development, people who cannot afford 
smartphones today could be able to buy tomorrow because of the decreasing prices. 
Therefore we found that other factors where more general to the research problem. 
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Furthermore, Selwyn2 argues that the dichotomy of rich and poor, haves and have-nots 
does not encompass the nuances of the digital divide (Selwyn 2003:345). Selwyn 
emphasises that engagement with ICT is less concerned with issues of access but is 
more about how people develop required competencies to make use of the devices 
(Selwyn 2003:349). With this premise, this report does not deal further with economic 
circumstances in relation to the access to, usage of and social relations connected to 
ICTs in Atbo. 
 
The research comprising this report does not aim to arrive at a final conclusion on the 
effects of ICTs in less connected societies. Instead, this report revolves around a case 
study in which we investigate patterns, networks and effects of internet access, usage 
and content in social relations in the small village of Atbo, Tanzania. By virtue of the 
case study, we are able to arrive at conclusions and perspectives which will be 
situationally relevant for the individuals and the community which we investigate. We 
are aware, that our understanding of the village community in Atbo can easily differ from 
the local citizens’ perception, and that we cannot conclude on means of communication 
besides what our empirical data shows. Nevertheless, we have defined Atbo’s local 
village community as encompassing the citizens residing and paying frequent visits, or 
in other aspects have strong relations to the village and the residents. 
 
We have grasped an opportunity to carry out research in an area where a number of 
citizens have recently acquired mobile internet access, which has paved the way for our 
investigation of human-technological interactions in this specific setting. The town is 
located around 35 km outside the outskirts of Dar es Salaam, and thus provide a peri-
rural setting which is not completely rural or remote, but neither remarkably urban. Our 
                                            
2
 Neil Selwyn is professor in Sociology of Education and Technology at Monash University, Australia 
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way to Atbo as the field of enquiry for our research has been led in large by the Danish 
telecommunications company BlueTown who are focusing on developing and 
implementing low-cost wi-fi access in rural Tanzania. One leg in BlueTown’s pilot 
project in Atbo, which is partially supported by the Danish government through the 
Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA), has been the distribution of 23 LG 
smartphones to 23 carefully chosen citizens in Atbo, who in return are taking part in a 
few surveys regarding their usage. Additionally, a tower with a router providing free 
wireless internet access within a one kilometer range has been constructed by 
BlueTown in the village in order for the new smartphone users to gain easy access. It 
should be emphasized that though BlueTown is supported by funds from the Danish 
government, it is a private company targeting an emerging market. 
 
In order to identify and contextualize the field and scope of the specific research, we 
have employed the French anthropologist, sociologist, and psychologist, Bruno Latour’s, 
actor-network theory (ANT) with the purpose of selecting a number of actor-networks 
and to get a theoretical understanding of how actors in Atbo invent, distribute, mobilize 
and negotiate flows and connections centered around internet access. With Latour’s 
association sociology it becomes possible to treat objects and technologies as actors 
creating changes and effects within a social network (Latour 2005:71). Henceforth, the 
term “actor” and “actor-network” will accordingly be used analogously to describe a 
human or a non-human performer of an action. 
 
On the foundation of the above research purpose, the research outcome in this report 
entails a mapping of a number of relations and interactions between individuals and 
internet in Atbo. This has led us to ask the following research question: 
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How does internet access and usage affect social relations in Atbo, Tanzania? 
 
Chapter 2: The Methods 
 
2.1 Philosophy of Science 
 
The philosophy of science and methodological choices in this project are guided by 
Bruno Latour and the actor-network theory (ANT). ANT offers a perspective on the 
relations between technology and humans and networks which sheds light on process 
and construction of meaning (Fuglsang 2013:351), which is central to our research 
context. 
 
The goal of ANT is to study how the society is held together by humans, objects, and 
ideas in networks. Networks are seen as expressions of heterogeneous relations 
between actors formed in complex combinations (Latour 2005:17). Actors “work” in a 
“net” and through that work, society is constituted. One actor-network is surrounded by 
other actor-networks, all entangled with each other, constituting each other, by 
attributing each other with meaning, in line with Saussure’s semiotics (Stormhøj 
2010:35). Actor-networks consists of representations circulating in other actor-networks, 
and as they circulate, they transform the actor-networks representing them. Actor-
networks thus constitutes agencies of motion above static relations (Latour 2005:64). 
 
ANT studies how these representations are constructed as they circulate. The actor-
network theory has a relativist ontology by the virtue that it argues that actor-networks 
can be presented and conceived differently in different networks. An actor-network is a 
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product of the network in which it appears. As a consequence, we as researchers are 
ourselves interfering with and shaping the construction of the actor-network of 
smartphone usage in Atbo (Fuglsang 2013:357). 
. 
Due to these assumptions, Latour argues that one cannot talk about social structures, 
as all representations are contextual and specific (Latour 2005:9). To Latour, the only 
meaningful way to study these issues is through description of practices evolving 
around a phenomena, with specific focus on how actor-networks are circulating. The 
descriptive methodology for which ANT advocates become, in this report, a tool for 
observations and analysis of how meaningful interaction unfolds in Atbo. 
 
Scholars have been criticising ANT for failing to recognize underlying factors as norms 
or structural inequality. Andrea Whittle3 and André Spicer4 argue in their essay “Is Actor 
Network Critique?” that the descriptive position which the researcher hold is problematic 
because it claims to describe the field from an apolitical and neutral space (Whittle and 
Spicer 2008:22). They argue that the claim of describing from a neutral point and the 
refusal of engaging in underlying power structures causes the theory to reproduce 
already existing power structures. Whittle and Spicer suggest that: “ANT simply 
reproduces rather than challenges the hegemony of the networks they describe” 
(Whittle and Spicer 2008:22).   
 
Our acknowledgement of Whittle and Spicer’s critique is apparent in the way we have 
employed ANT in our research and analysis. We find it important to relate the contextual 
findings to structures extending beyond the borders of Atbo in order to understand and 
                                            
3
 Andrea Whittle is lecturer in Management at Cardiff Business School. 
4
 André Spicer is associate Professor of Organization Studies at the University of Warwick 
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conclude on the networks we investigate in the village. If we ignore these structures and 
neglect a critical evaluation, we risk not being able to encompass all nuances of the 
research problem and thus base our conclusions on a simplified foundation which will 
prove inadequate. Therefore we have employed ANT with the purpose of understanding 
the actor-networks centered around internet access, but relinquish the theory in the 
remaining analysis of the chosen actor-networks. Instead we have conducted this 
analysis with aid from a number of relevant concepts, in order to understand all the 
relevant social structures. 
 
 
In the report we examine the actor-networks of Atbo’s local geography, BlueTown’s wi-fi 
tower and the optimistic discourse on ICT in development present in Atbo. We apply 
ANT in order to recognize how these actor-networks relate to and influence each other, 
and in order to examine how they are intertwined and how they constitute the 
representation of the actor-network of smartphone and internet usage in Atbo through 
interaction. 
 
2.2 Key Methodological Considerations 
 
With our choice to look to a local community for our empirical data and learn about the 
social and academic field we are exploring comes ethical dilemmas and considerations. 
Especially conducting fieldwork in a, to a great extent, unfamiliar setting, generates a 
considerable range of questions to how we should act and react when confronted with 
these dilemmas. In this section, we have tried to outline the reflections and ethical 
considerations we have made along the way in order for the reader to understand our 
decisions in the field. Naturally we have sought to settle on how to deal with ethical 
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issues from the initial beginning of the project in February, but it is evident that we could 
not have foreseen all the choices we had to take, from idea to process to outcome of 
the research. In general we have decided to follow the principle of phronesis, meaning 
that we seek and have sought not to develop rules and standards of behaviour in moral 
affairs, but to judge our best practice in accordance to local norms and expectations and 
our personal and professional perception of the given situation (Kvale and Brinkmann 
2009:85) with reference to our research purpose. 
 
It should be clear that even though we came to Tanzania as researchers, the line 
between informants and researchers is an ambiguous one. As we entered Atbo, we 
became part of the field which we were exploring, and the collection of data in 
interviews, informal conversations and observations can never be anything but a 
constant exchange of reactions upon other people’s reactions. Thus, we, as 
researchers, are in a position to both verify, generate and reject knowledge based on 
our own assumptions and research goals. As an example of this, we explained to the 
informants what our purpose was, based a reasoning of transparency and respect to the 
people taking their time to share their experiences and thoughts with us. But this act can 
also have had the implication, that we were setting the frame for the field we wish to 
investigate, and thus are writing the informants into this frame. This way, they may have 
“kept on track” - the track we presented to them - and thus, tended to speak in line with 
what they expected that we wanted to hear. This is an example of the omnipresent 
balance between ethics and good science permeating our analysis (Kvale and 
Brinkmann 2009:196-197). Our judgment is that since we can never elude these issues, 
assuming that people will always have motives from which they express themselves, 
profound reflexivity in all aspects is the key to a genuine and credible research. Our 
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intention has been to channel our research through the villagers of Atbo throughout the 
inclusion of the field (MacKenzie et al. 2013:4). 
 
 
2.2.1 Cross Cultural Research and Positionality 
 
In line with the statement by a group of researchers in their article: “All researchers 
begin data collection with certain assumptions about the phenomenon being 
investigated, situations to be observed, and people to be interviewed.” (Merriam et al. 
2001:406),  we as well have had certain assumptions to our field of investigation. As we 
prepared ourselves with interview questions, decisions on how to encounter the field 
and position ourselves, situations to pay particular attention to, and reflections on how 
to acquire and make use of an interpreter, we simultaneously felt the need to be open to 
the turns and changes in our research which the challenges of cross cultural research 
would possibly dictate. 
 
In order to discuss our positionality regarding insider and outsider status as researchers 
(Merriam et al. 2001:405) we will include our reflections on the important issues of 
attitudes, intentions and relationships (Howitt and Stevens 2010:47). In regards to our 
research, several conditions could label us outsiders among the people we encountered 
in the field. Our appearance as white researchers from a globally connected society in 
rural Tanzania encompasses several indicators to why we were considered outsiders to 
the field. It has been argued that being attentive to our whiteness helps problematizing 
the challenges of cross cultural geographical fieldwork (Abbot 2006:327) regarding what 
to consider concerning our positionality. The reflection itself thus helps understand the 
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differing standpoints and positionalities of those viewing and those being viewed in the 
field (Abbot 2006:326-27). 
 
The physical features of our white skin,  our position as researchers, the affiliations and 
associations related to our nationality, and our general alienness in a small community 
naturally made us stand out from the local community in Atbo. Another distinction 
between us and the local population was made clear when a man on the street called 
us watasha, which he explained had the meaning that everything in our lives was good 
as a result of the color of our skin. The clear distinction between “us” and “them” has 
without doubt affected the relationships which we established in Atbo and the interviews 
which we conducted throughout our fieldwork. Despite these challenges being present, 
we have sought to, as much as possible, refrain from doing colonial research in which 
clear power relations are present and intrusive and non-participatory methodologies are 
dominant (Howitt and Stevens 2010:42). Responding to this we have throughout our 
research found inspiration from the ideals of Participatory Action Research (PAR) in 
order to focus on “(...) political empowerment of people through participation (...)” 
(Merriam et al. 2001:413). We have sought to follow these ideals by including people in 
our research from various economic classes and not value one actor’s answer above 
others. 
 
2.2.2 Giving Back to the Community 
 
While we have sought to include the voices and representation of non-users in our 
research by taking their views into account, it has not been possible to fully carry out 
PAR since we did not have the time nor resources to include the local community in the 
research design and process. Despite this, our inspiration by PAR means that we seek 
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to advocate for the people without smartphones and by identifying how ICTs best can 
facilitate social change (Cahill 2007:363). 
 
In extension to this, we have further wished to follow the ideals of participatory research 
by “returning” our findings to the field. Since we are not able to completely place our 
results in the local language and in a usable way for all participants (Mackenzie et al. 
2013:2), we found that the best way to support positive change for the local community 
in Atbo would be by communicating our results to BlueTown, the Ward Executive Officer 
(WEO) (the head director of the village) and Mozilla (their role in our research will be 
described later in this chapter) through a researcher-initiated advocacy (MacKenzie et 
al. 2013:5). This choice was made in accordance to ideas of advocacy research since 
we recognized that all community members might not have the time or willingness to be 
involved in an evaluation of our findings (Mackenzie et al. 2013:4-5). 
 
More specifically we have decided to share our findings with the NGO Mozilla, who 
have conducted research with similar objectives, and who from the very beginning 
provided input and supervision to our research. Additionally we decided to report our 
findings to BlueTown, since they have the financial means to support a positive change 
in the community, and as a gesture in return for the time and resources they have 
spend on us. Further, many respondents uttered their critique and wishes for the 
BlueTown project and we considered it unethical not to pass their comments and 
wishes on. Lastly we have shared our results with the WEO, as we considered that he 
would be our best way of communicating our conclusions to the local community, in 
order for him to be able to react on them, and that he at the same time could see which 
findings BlueTown might be able to use in his village. 
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While we throughout our research have sought to keep the results determined by our 
own choices we recognize that there is a risk that “(...) majority stakeholders take 
control, directing research questions, results, and applications, with outside researchers 
oftentimes unaware that this is occurring.” (Mackenzie et al. 2013:4), which we hence 
have aimed to address and reflect on. 
 
2.2.3 Our Relation to BlueTown and its Implications for Our Research 
 
Our opportunity to carry out research in the village of Atbo was conditioned by our initial 
contact to BlueTown. Although that we have been quite dependent on their cooperability 
we do not consider our research as work made on behalf of BlueTown, but rather as an 
independent research project made possible by the BlueTown pilot project set up in 
Atbo. The pilot project will be explained further in chapter three. As an effect of the fact 
that we at our first introduction to the village, and in many other occasions, were 
accompanied or introduced by BlueTown, misunderstandings arose, and we were in 
some cases confused with being employees from BlueTown. This happened during our 
interview with the court magistrate. At the interview, besides ourselves, the magistrate 
and a BlueTown employee functioning as interpreter were present: 
 
Interviewer: What do you imagine will happen in Atbo in the future, 
concerning smartphones and internet? And what are your hopes 
for the future? 
 
Magistrate: I can ask you the same thing. What are your visions 
for Atbo? What are your goals? You have promised to spread the 
coverage much more, but I need to be so close to the mast before 
I can get internet! Why is the wi-fi range not bigger? 
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Interviewer: I think you must have misunderstood. We are not 
from BlueTown - we are students from Denmark. We are only 
doing research here in Atbo. That is why BlueTown helps us, like 
you help us. [Name] here is from BlueTown. 
 
Magistrate: Ah! [Looking at the BlueTown employee] (…) But then 
I can ask you! Why is the coverage not better? 
 
Hence, doing research from an outsider position can often create misunderstandings as 
to whom the informants think we are reporting to, and are in connection with (Carling et 
al. 2013:52). While often considered outsiders to the informants in Atbo, we obtained 
more of an insider-relation to BlueTown due to our ongoing connection with the 
company including our initial meeting in Copenhagen and our visit to their office in Dar 
es Salaam, the language we shared with the Danish employees, and in general our 
acquaintance with their staff. 
 
2.2.4 First Encounter With and Relation to Atbo Village 
 
In order to create a respectful relationship with the local community we followed advice 
to first introduce ourselves and our research project (accompanied by BlueTown) to the 
village leadership before conducting any interviews. The village leadership is constituted 
by the democratically elected Village Executive Officer (VEO) and the employed Ward 
Executive Officer (WEO) both holding central administrative positions in Atbo. After 
getting consent from the village leadership to carry out our research in the village, we 
made appointments with various people whom we found relevant for our research. 
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The village leadership has played a key role in our relation to the rest of the village. As 
they were both respected members of the community, both with a  significant degree of 
authority, their access to informants for our research was crucial. This being said, their 
authority in the community quite possibly created a bias in the choosing of our 
informants and also in the interviewees’ (perhaps reluctant) agreement to participate in 
our research. Our before mentioned outsider status as researchers and our main 
interactions with the village officials occasionally created a hierarchical relationship 
between interviewer and interviewees, though mainly present when interviewing the 
lower income groups in the community. Other challenges arose due to language 
barriers and our use of an interpreter, which will be discussed subsequently. 
 
2.2.5 Working With Interpretation 
 
As a result of the language barrier between us, speaking English, and (most of) our 
informants, speaking Swahili, we were very dependent on acquiring an interpreter who 
could help us. We were aware that we were working “with” and not “through” an 
interpreter (Turner 2010:208) who, just like we, came with their own values, belief 
systems and positionality (Turner 2010:210). Neither of our interpreters were educated 
for the purpose and all had their independent relations to their village. Similar to our 
reflections on our own positionality, it is important to reflect on the interpreters 
positionality to the field. Some of these relationships between interpreter and 
interviewees became very clear when the WEO agreed to help us translate. Having 
interviewed the WEO about his own smartphone usage, but also about the villagers’ 
usage in general beforehand, it was clear that he occasionally brought up the same 
points and discussion in his new role as interpreter as he did when he was the 
interviewee. An important complication with the WEO performing interpreter was his 
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apparent summarisation of the interviewees’ expressions and opinions in a way that 
made it seem as if he was speaking on behalf of them and not just translating their 
words. 
 
A number of other interviews were carried out with an interpreter employed by the 
BlueTown company. Despite her seemingly more direct translation, her occupation can 
have created bias in the answers given. In spite of our trust that she was translating 
without any problems and without a different agenda, it could be argued that her 
position as a BlueTown employee, along with her knowledge to our research and the 
BlueTown project could subconsciously have affected her translations. On the other 
hand, she might have been considered to have less affiliation with the local community 
and thus less trust among the Atbo villagers compared to the WEO. We have dealt with 
this obstacle by taking the potential bias into account in the processing and analysis of 
the interviews, and thus not concluding directly on the informants’ view on BlueTown, 
but rather presenting such opinions as one out of many possible perspectives. 
 
2.2.6 Ethical Considerations Regarding Representation of Our Respondents 
 
Tanzania Commission for Science and Technology, (COSTECH), requires all foreign 
researchers to apply for a research permit before doing any kind of research in 
Tanzania. This is required in order to assure the authorities that no foreign researchers 
are doing harm to those involved in the work which the researcher is performing, and so 
that researchers can be held responsible for their actions (COSTECH 2015). 
 
Prior to our field research we applied for the research permit and submitted the initial 
administration fee since we acknowledged COSTECH’s concerns and their wish to 
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protect their people. The application was approved but after our arrival we received 
mixed information from COSTECH to an extent unacceptable from our point of view. 
During this complication, we established contact with the village of Atbo through 
BlueTown. After getting consent from the village leadership to carry out our research, 
and simultaneously struggling with acquiring the papers from COSTECH, we decided to 
not pursue the research permit further. 
 
The contact to the village was facilitated through BlueTown, who had a longstanding 
relationship. As we arrived in Atbo for the first time, we were greeted by the village 
leadership, who approved of our presence and work in the village the following weeks 
and who facilitated our contact to and consent from the respondents we would be 
interviewing. Due to our familiarity with the village leadership and the positive 
relationship between the village and BlueTown we assessed that we could still be 
accountable for the research that we were doing and while also considering the impact 
it had on the community. 
 
As a consequence of not obtaining the research permit we have refrained from 
gathering as wide, geographically, empirical data as we first intended to do, which 
means that we have collected our empirical data with Atbo as the only research site, 
comprising the field of a case study. Furthermore we reflected upon how we could 
approach the field without asking too personal or sensitive questions in order to protect 
our informants. We decided to ask questions which were more general than specific and 
to ask questions specific to their smartphone usage without excavating the informants’ 
personal background. In order to be sure not to exploit or represent our respondents in 
a deplorable way, we have furthermore anonymised both the village where the fieldwork 
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was conducted and all names, and only quoted people by their occupation. This is 
examined further in the following paragraph. 
                                                       
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
2.2.7 Contact, Fieldwork and Our Presence on the Research Site 
 
2.2.7.1 Case study 
Our field study in Atbo is a case study on the phenomenon smartphone usage and 
internet access in less connected areas. The case of Atbo is particular to this 
phenomenon in many perspectives. The specific context of Atbo is influenced by 
external actors, such as BlueTown, DANIDA, Mozilla and ourselves, along with internal 
actors like internet access, the WEO, the AEO, smartphones and the BlueTown tower. 
The case study allows us us explore in depth nuances examining contextual actors and 
the way in which they interact in the specific networks (Baxter 2010:84). We seek to 
generate specific contextual knowledge explaining the coherence of the empirical 
material. 
 
We aim to produce knowledge which can be used to understand dynamics of the same 
phenomena in a similar context (Baxter 2013:96). It should be emphasised though, that 
with this research, we do not intend to present a full solution or a single definite answer, 
but a representation of the phenomena as a result of the local context in which we have 
evolved this report. 
 
It is important to be aware, that the conclusions are in no way finite, and that our results 
and conclusions cannot simply be copied into another setting or field. On the contrary, 
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they are meant to contribute to a broader and more context-detailed angle on the 
research problem than previous research has been able to provide. 
 
 
 
2.2.7.2 Establishing contact to and selecting interviewees 
The Ward Executive Officer (WEO) in Atbo undertook the task of pointing out most of 
the informants for interviews, and thus acted as the gatekeeper to many of our 
interviewees. He had already taken the position as one of our main contacts in Atbo, 
and he seemed willing, even eager, to help us and to take responsibility for our time and 
actions in the village. Therefore he became the one establishing our contact and 
appointment with many of our interviewees. Prior to the concrete interviews, we met 
with him and shared with him our ideas and aims with the fieldwork in order for him to 
advise us to whom we might want to talk to. By virtue of his authoritative position in the 
village leadership, the WEO has an extensive network in Atbo which gave him the 
aptitude to suggest relevant respondents to us, and subsequently arrange the 
interviews for us. In practice we proposed our wishes to the occupational status of the 
respondents, upon which he called or send a message with another person in order to 
reach the interviewee-to-be. During a few of our interviews, we experienced that our 
respondents tended to respond to our questions with short and - what seemed for us to 
be - superficial answers and comments. This could very well be a result of the contact 
process between us, the WEO and the interviewees, since we never asked how exactly 
the WEO proposed the interview to the respondents, which causes our uncertainty to 
how willing the informants has actually been to participate in the interviews. This in turn 
can have had an impact on their incitement to respond, and on our results. Another 
possible reason to the sometimes shallow responses could also be that the respondents 
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had not been properly informed about the topic and purpose of our research and 
interview sessions, which may have caused the slight uneasiness of some of the 
respondents (Dunn 2010:113-114), which became evident during the interviews. 
 
 
2.2.7.3 The vastness of our fieldwork data 
Our empirical data conducted in Atbo consists of a mix of observations in the village - 
some of which are documented in field notes and some of which are general 
observations - along with eleven interviews and two group interviews with various 
smartphone users and non-users. Our aim has been to gather information on 
smartphone and internet usage along with perceptions of the potential of these 
technologies, mainly in relation to work, but also in relation to other aspects of life. We 
managed, as we had hoped, to collect information from people in various occupations 
and with different social and economic conditions. Hence, the empirical data collected in 
Atbo, on which the majority of the analysis is based, covers perspectives by a pastor, a 
shop owner, a cloth designer, a school teacher, an agricultural executive officer, a court 
magistrate, a court registry assistant, a ward executive officer, a dispensary clinician, a 
peasant, a ward fisheries officer, four small-scale farmers, a carpenter and an office 
assistant. 
 
In addition to this, in order to obtain knowledge on BlueTown’s project and pilot project 
and the distribution of internet access and smartphones in Atbo and in other 
geographical areas in Tanzania, we have conducted a number of interviews and 
conversations with four representatives from BlueTown, both in Denmark and in 
Tanzania. Further, we have been allowed access to BlueTown’s own surveys on 
smartphone usage in Atbo along with technical and corporate details on their projects in 
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Atbo and other locations in Tanzania. Besides this, we have reflected on Mozilla’s take 
on the issue on the basis of the Mozilla Webmaker Field Research reports, which will be 
presented in analytical part 4.1, and conversations with representatives from the 
organisation. 
 
2.2.7.4 Presentation, conducting, and recording interviews 
In the beginning of each interview session, we introduced ourselves, our research 
purpose, the content of the final report which the interviews would possibly become a 
part of, and the aim with the current interview. Rationalising that informants may be 
more open if they do not think about their statements being reproduced and published 
publicly, we made sure to gain the respondents’ approval and consent at the outset of 
the interview, but waited to let them decide on their willingness to be cited by their 
occupation until after the interview was over. This way we secured that the respondents 
still had the choice of being anonymous, and thus, met our own academic requirements 
to represent the interviewees in an ethically acceptable manner. 
 
In line with this, we decided not to audio record the interviews because we wished to 
keep them in a relatively informal style. Further, this decision was made in order to 
avoid uneasiness from the informants in terms of vulnerability and public exposure 
(Dunn 2010:119). Instead we planned the interviews so that one of the researchers led 
the interview, one recorded mood, mimics, in-between actions and experiences, while 
the last of us transcribed our own, the informants’ (when speaking English or Danish) 
and the translators’ quotes as accurately as possible. This way we focused our attention 
to the interview without detracting focus from attentive listening (Dunn 2010:119). 
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While most of our interviews only had one informant, two of our interviews were 
conducted as group interviews with three and five interviewees respectively, due to 
limited time and resources of our interpreter. We did not conduct these interviews as 
focus group interviews because we were interested in personal stories and experiences 
rather than discussions, and because we foresaw that it would be very time consuming 
and exhausting for our interpreters to translate quick and random discussions between 
the respondents. The fact that the informants were expected to share their stories with 
us in the presence of others, can have affected the responses in a few ways. Firstly, the 
synergistic effect of group interviews can have triggered a chain of associations to 
responses, and so, it may have caused a “false” consensus to a question or a problem 
by the respondents (Cameron 2010:155). It should be emphasized though, that the 
synergistic effect just as well might have worked in our advantage, hence reminding the 
informants of episodes or experiences they would otherwise have left out. Secondly, the 
group interviews had the effect that when we asked a general question targeting all the 
respondents, our interpreter tended to point at each informant, note his or her answer 
and report back to us with a single, unelaborate answer covering all the responses. An 
example of this situation is illustrated with the following quote: 
 
Interviewer: Do any of you have a smartphone? 
 
Interpreter: [Name] has a smartphone, while the others does not. 
Even though they don’t have a smartphone they all know about 
the internet and about how the smartphone, works because they 
have been dealing with these issues earlier on. They have all 
used the internet. 
 
By any means, we as researchers and directors of the interviews have played a pivotal 
role in coordinating and receiving the responses, not the least in regards to directing the 
topics in a certain direction, picking out “relevant” statements, and examine them with 
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reference to our research purpose, which have obviously played an impact of our 
results. 
 
 
 
Chapter 3: The Empirical Foundation of the Analysis 
 
In order to analyse power relations and the potential for smartphone usage and mobile 
internet access in Atbo, it is necessary to obtain a relative overview of the actor-
networks with reference to the main research question: how the internet affects the 
social relation in Atbo. As earlier mentioned, our mapping of these relevant actor-
networks was produced after the data collection in the field. As we approached the case 
in Atbo, we sought to gain an extensive range of empirical data on the basis of the 
research question, from the rationalisation that we presumably would overlook some 
important actor-networks if these were identified prior to the fieldwork. 
 
Instead, we have selected three interesting actor-networks from criteria of relevance to 
our research problem, approximation of association between the three selected actor-
networks, and centrality to the empirical data collection of the current research. They 
should by no means be taken neither as exhaustive fields of investigation nor as finite, 
fixed or given networks, but rather as representations of the overall actor-network of 
interest to the research, which we have dubbed The actor-network of smartphone usage 
and internet access among citizens in Atbo. These actor-networks are, obviously 
characterized by being embedded in constantly changing processes within and between 
each actor-network. 
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Attributed to this stipulation, the actor-networks Atbo’s local geography, BlueTown’s wi-fi 
tower in Atbo, and Optimistic discourses on internet access in relation to development 
will subsequently be sketched. This is done in order to process, code and prepare the 
data for the analysis of relations among people with different levels of ICT access and 
usage, which will be pivotal to the following parts of the analysis. The three actor-
networks are identified on the basis of our own observations made during our fieldwork. 
 
 
 
3.1 Atbo’s Local Geography 
 
The small town of Atbo is located on the fairly trafficked Bagamoyo Road between 
Tanzania’s cultural capital Dar es Salaam and the country’s former, colonial capital 
Bagamoyo. The often cramped and speedy minivan busses called dalla dallas seem to 
constitute the main transport to Atbo, though motorbikes, bicycles and private and 
common cars frequently stop by the town. Roughly seven kilometres North East of the 
town runs the coastline on which the people in Atbo occupied with fisheries keep their 
boats and nets. 
 
Recently Atbo was upgraded from being categorised as village to small town for 
administrative reasons. This change in label has equipped Atbo with extended political, 
juridical and administrative power, which, according to the VEO, is of general positive 
interest to the town. 
 
The most central location in Atbo is the town square. The square which is located close 
to Bagamoyo Road is a natural stop on the way to most residential areas in the town. 
Each day many people pass by, and more than a few of them take the time to sit down 
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under the town symbol - a big tree generously offering shade to anyone passing by. The 
square also constitutes the administrative centre of Atbo, and is encompassed by 
official offices such as the Village Executive Officer office, the Ward Executive Officer 
office, the Fisheries Executive Officer (FEO) office, the court, the dispensary, and a 
local church. Official and public meetings and assemblies are often held under the tree, 
with the participants seated on the concrete ledge or on a pink or green plastic chair. 
 
Adjacent to the square rises BlueTown’s 15 metre three-legged tower with a five metre 
tall pole constituting a wi-fi signal access point. Some forty metres further into the 
residential area an even bigger telecommunications tower is visible from anywhere in 
the town. 
 
Atbo’s population approximates 3000, most of whom live in smaller houses in the area. 
In between and on the borders of the residential areas are fields extending the village 
with several kilometres, with various crops and livestock belonging to farmers and 
peasants in Atbo. At the time we visited the town, the main crops being cultivated on the 
fields were maize and cassava (Appendix 13). Most of the farmers are self employed 
and run small scale farms, whose yield only or mainly supplies the affiliated family. As a 
small scale farmer, the climate and precipitation plays a crucial role for the produce, and 
it is imperative for the farmers to be able to plan ahead and rely on the outcome volume 
each season. 
 
3.2 BlueTown’s Wi-fi Tower 
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The red and white tower was erected by BlueTown technicians March 31 2014 
(BlueTown 2015). On the top, an access point rises five metres in the air, and three 
white wi-fi coverage antennas are pointing in three different directions. In four metres 
height is placed a solar panel powering the router next to it. The wi-fi is claimed by 
BlueTown to cover an area of 800 to 1000 metres radius from from the tower. The 
purpose of this has been to equip all receivers of the 23 LG smartphones, which 
BlueTown followingly donated to chosen people in the village, with a fast, secure and 
wireless internet connection. 
 
Setting out to pick a satisfying location for the pilot project, and thus for the wi-fi tower, 
BlueTown had to consider a few issues. For practical reasons, they had some criteria to 
the geographical location for the test site. They wanted the spot to be in relative 
proximity to a major city, in an, at least partly, rural village or town which however had to 
have at least a handful of digitally literate citizens wanting to participate in the project. 
Lastly, a critical requirement was that the town or village did not yet have GSM or 3G 
coverage. The choice fell on Atbo, and the project was met by the town officials with 
great optimism (Appendix 5). 
 
When the wi-fi tower had been set up, a fence was put in place around the tower, 
encircling an area of three times four metres, and a person from Atbo was hired to be in 
charge of the maintenance of the area and cut the grass. A job he, according to a 
BlueTown employee, did not take too serious. 
 
The first trial period in the pilot project was set to run until May 31st 2014, but was 
extended a couple of times, until BlueTown decided to finally end the trial period and cut 
the wi-fi connection in January 2015. After a few months without wi-fi in Atbo, BlueTown 
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however, in the light of evaluations by the test persons, decided to extend the trial 
further in order to supply the town with wi-fi for an undecided time period. 
 
 
 
3.3 Optimistic Discourses on Internet Access in Development 
 
In the peri-rural village of Atbo internet access has been manifested as a part of the 
daily life particularly among the people occupying jobs at the health clinic, the schools, 
the courthouse and the different executive offices. Amid the people interviewed is a 
perception that internet access equals a reduction of time used on obtaining information 
and an understanding that this is part of the next technological wave in Atbo (Appendix 
3, 4, 7 and 9). 
 
Promoting the perception of internet access as a synonym for progress is the BlueTown 
company who works upon the World Bank’s vision that “Access to (...) mobile telephony 
and internet - is a self-reinforcing enabler for creation of wealth and higher standard of 
living.” (BlueTown 2015) 
 
With the support of the Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA), BlueTown 
pursues and advertises the idea that internet access has the potential to benefit people 
in less connected areas through access to healthcare, education and governmental 
services (BlueTown 2015). In the health sector, in the business sector, in education and 
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in agriculture DANIDA perceives implementation of ICTs as a tool for reaching the UN 
Millennium Development Goals (MDG) (Itu 2015). 
 
The idea of the numerous possibilities of ICTs in development are well represented in 
academic literature. As facilitators of improvement of livelihoods, efficiency and as a 
possibility for social mobility (Sife et al. 2012; Souter et al. 2005; Molony 2009; Powell et 
al. 2012:4-5) the idea of well-being, opportunity and progress are intrinsic in the notion 
of ICTs in development. 
 
Large organizations similarly follow the idea of ICTs as a crucial tool for development. 
Notions on information and communication technologies for development (ICT4D) 
express a strong belief that ICTs can reduce poverty and improve well-being globally 
(ict4dc 2015). Other approaches such as Mozilla’s Webmaker project highly 
acknowledges the idea that digital literacy and technical skills have “(...) created wealth 
and opportunity for people who are able to grasp the potential (...)” (Mozilla Webmaker 
India 2015:7). Mozilla’s philosophy further holds the argument that local content creation 
is important to equally empower people through internet usage. 
 
3.4 Introducing the Analysis 
 
The three actor-networks described above are interdependent on various levels. They 
are all part of the field of research and are influential on the relations between 
smartphone users and non-smartphone users in Atbo. In the following analysis the 
networks surrounding smartphone usage will be examined and uncovered. As there are 
many aspects to scrutinize, the analysis has been divided into three different parts. In 
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the first part we will analyse the external agents within the network surrounding the 
BlueTown wi-fi tower and the effects on social relations in the village. Additionally, we 
will explore the aspects of underlying discourses on ICT4D and perspectives on 
dependency, empowerment and emancipation, related to implementation of internet as 
part of development work. In the second part of the analysis, we will analyse how the 
local circulation of information and distribution affect social relations in Atbo. We will 
focus on how the appearance of the internet both affect the way in which information is 
distributed and how social structures are enacted. In the third part we will, based on the 
conclusions in the first two parts, discuss how internet access and usage can facilitate 
social change for individuals or social changes in a community. The actor-network of 
smartphone usage and internet access among citizens in Atbo will provide an empirical 
base wherein relations and cohesions among actors will be revealed and guide the way 
for how the empirical data will be analysed. 
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Chapter 4: The Conceptual Analysis 
 
4.1 The Impact of External Agents 
 
In this section, we discuss which external forces are affecting the idea and the reality of 
mobile internet access in Atbo, and which discourses and arguments that lie behind 
these externalities. The aim is to explore how external agents create or contribute to the 
relations and characteristics of ICT access and employment, along with the underlying 
discourses concerning ICTs that these agents rely upon. 
 
In order to understand this issue, we will employ some of the actors presented in 
chapter three. The term external factors will in this context comprise capitalist, state, 
non-governmental and academic engagements with ICTs in less connected 
communities. These actors are exemplified with BlueTown, DANIDA, Mozilla, and our 
own and other academic involvement with an interest in Atbo. All will be applied in this 
analysis to illustrate how external agents are affecting the actor-network of smartphone 
usage and internet access among citizens in Atbo. 
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4.1.1 The Dependency, Emancipation and Empowerment Issue 
 
So far, BlueTown’s investment in Atbo has been met by the villagers involved with the 
project with optimism - even to an extent where the people who have become 
connected via BlueTown have started making requirements towards BlueTown’s 
products and business in the village. This is exemplified, and as earlier revealed, by the 
local magistrate in the court, expressing his demands towards the wi-fi coverage 
(Appendix 3), with this implying that when BlueTown facilitates a service, it should be 
satisfactory. The fact that the magistrate has gained internet access has sparked his 
need for this exact service and fueled this new demand. In line with this, a clinician in 
the local dispensary reflects on the new demand of cheap and fast wi-fi, BlueTown has 
triggered in Atbo: 
 
Clinician: Well… To us it [the wi-fi connection] is very cheap, 
‘cause BlueTown gave it to us for free. 
 
Interviewer: What would happen if you lost your smartphone? 
Would you buy a new one? 
 
Clinician: Yes, definitely I would have to buy another one. (...) As 
days go by, people get more familiar with the internet. (...) People 
are becoming encouraged as time passes by. When they start, 
they’ll be ‘improving’ in their services on the phone, and they will 
be better to use it. 
(Appendix 9) 
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These two examples expose a paradox in development aid contexts: The dependency 
perspective. In regards to this perspective, Soeftestad5 and Sein6 attribute the blame of 
“underdevelopment” to the very process that has made the globally connected societies 
(those which we might call developed countries) developed (Soeftestad and Sein 
2003:3). A look at the trends in academic literature regarding the new ICTs as fostering 
dependency or emancipation is appropriate in order to understand how external actors 
have an impact on the relations between the haves and the have-nots in Atbo. Susanne 
Schech7 has outlined two strands of literature in the academic field of ICTs, knowledge 
and development (Schech 2002), which will help us comprehend this matter. 
 
The first strand revolves around the notion that new ICTs such as internet and 
smartphone communication are limiting poor, rural and remote communities’ 
dependency on the global network society, and thus lead to emancipation. The premise 
here is that knowledge deficiency is partly responsible for the underdevelopment in 
these communities, and that these ICTs are decentralising knowledge by admitting 
anybody to access, use, produce and share knowledge. This strand is heavily based on 
the modernisation and development discourses which became widely recognized in 
academic literature in the 1960’s (Schech 2002:13-14, 17). Based on this view, people 
in Atbo are gaining control of their lives and communities with the aid from ICTs, and 
thus become increasingly emancipated from external actors. This, in effect, can be a 
step on the way to empowerment of the people in question. Hence, ICTs have the 
potential to support processes of individual as well as community empowerment 
(Mäkinen 2006:389). 
                                            
5
 Lars T. Soeftestad holds a PhD in Anthropology and is CEO of the consultancy company Supras 
Consult, which is focusing on development cooperation. 
6
 Maung K. Sein is Professor at the Department of Information Studies at Agder University, Norway. 
7
 Susanne Schech is Geographer and Professor at International Studies at Flinders University, Australia. 
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The other strand takes its point of departure in a critique of this belief. Representatives 
of this opposing trend argue that ICT in development strategies only reproduces the 
colonialist discourses found in academic literature in the global network society (Schech 
2002:13-14). The critique is based on an idea that the economically prospering agents, 
such as The World Bank and the US government are deploying ICTs as a means to 
spread neo-liberal and eurocentric ideals of power and capitalism (Schech 2002:13-14), 
and thus create dependency on these agents by the less connected communities. 
Hence, the villagers in Atbo are claimed to abstain control of their own communities as 
they become increasingly dependent on external actors like BlueTown. 
 
Examining the presence and meta-presence of BlueTown, Mozilla and DANIDA in Atbo 
along with the academic literature covering this matter, we have disclosed that ICTs are 
gaining more interest in Atbo each day. In many ways these technologies symbolise the 
dogma of an empowering, decentralised medium unfolding in a non-hierarchical 
structure and with capacity for cross cultural communication and locally relevant content 
(Schech 2002:16).  
 
This said, the development processes which BlueTown and, to an extent, DANIDA are 
facilitating still seem to hold the underlying presumption that one of the factors that has 
been preventing the village from “developing” and thereby reaching social and 
economic capital, is “(...) a lack of access to the kind of knowledge that Western 
developed countries possess.” (Schech 2002:17), and thus sustain the modernisation 
and dependency discourses presented above. 
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Thus, we identify notions of ICTs facilitating and sustaining both dependency, 
emancipation and empowerment in Atbo, all of which are results of external actors’ 
presence and interest in the village. The following sub-section will look further into the 
content, technologies and services having this power to make people dependent, 
emancipated and empowered. 
 
4.1.1.2 The process of creating knowledge and truths 
Schech echoes the late American scholar Daniel Learner, well known for his studies on 
modernisation theory, arguing that ICT in development implies the problem that 
knowledge too often is associated with what Lerner terms desireable attributes. This 
term refers to measurable knowledge and skills, rather than, what Schech announces to 
be of much greater importance; a healthy environment and a strong sense of 
community (Schech 2002:15). 
 
With this, we gather that when the village clinician feels that she has gained a need she 
did not have earlier, this need has to be met by a supplier. Right now, the supply only 
comes from BlueTown’s pilot project. But as we have seen in the quote by the clinician, 
she expresses that her demand is so strong that she would instantly locate another 
supplier if she lost her smartphone or if the wireless internet access was cut (Appendix 
9). This means that even though BlueTown and DANIDA present the villagers with a 
certain kind of knowledge based on their own premises and interests (Facebook, 
WhatsApp, e-health, BlueTown App etc), at least some of the users in Atbo have - 
perhaps due to their gained demands, technical competencies and increased digital 
literacy - also acquired an interest and a capability to pursue other sources of supply 
and knowledge apart from the default offer by BlueTown. 
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From this we conclude that people involved in the less connected communities often 
need to be stimulated, mobilised and urged to investigate and recognise the information 
most relevant to themselves in a rapidly changing world (Schech 2002:17). 
 
With this, we are not pretending that knowledge and information is something fixed or 
objective. Knowledge does not merely lie out there waiting to be picked up, but is 
continuously constructed and reconstructed in an ongoing process affected by anyone 
involved. We acknowledge that knowledge is as individually relevant as anything, and 
that obtaining knowledge is not an isolated act, but a part of a process in a larger 
network. The essence of this is that knowledge and truths are continuously transformed 
and inscribed into knowledge and power constellations different from the one they arose 
in. Thus, people who encounter this perceived knowledge are themselves taking part in 
a process of reconsidering and cultivating the information, which along the way can 
foster counter-discourses to the information received  (Escobar 1999:43). 
 
Hence, despite external actors offering more or less pre-packed information and ideas 
of learning and development, the local community and the individuals presented with 
these will always have to go through an assessment of the services and technologies 
and consider or reconsider the truths and the knowledge in question. This applies both 
to online content and comprehension in relation to internet usage - or what we might call 
digital competencies or literacy. The process of acquiring knowledge on these 
parameters can be interpreted as an enabling digital empowerment process. Maarit 
Mäkinen8 regards digital empowerment as a process 
 
                                            
8
 Maarit Mäkinen is researcher at the Journalism Research and Development Center at the University of 
Tampere in Finland 
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(...) which proceeds like a spiral from the prerequisites to the 
improvements in skills and knowledge, and then to the 
consequences, which are empowering for the community and its 
members. The changes happening during this process are not just 
one-way improvements, but they reflect and influence each 
other’s. 
(Mäkinen 2006:391) 
 
The question is now what steps are to be taken in order to facilitate access into users 
and potential users’ ability to improve life standards for themselves and their 
communities?  We will explore this in the following section. 
 
4.1.2 Unlocking the Internet 
 
One of the big questions in terms of ICTs and development is how to best facilitate the 
advantages of these technologies and media to the users and users to be. This matter 
comprises questions of the relation between and the importance of access and usage 
respectively. But it also holds a more general, ideological dimension of ownership and 
purposes of the internet. Further, we shall explore ideas of abilities needed in order to 
make the most of the web, and lastly this section will consider what exactly defines 
relevance for the individual and for the community. 
 
4.1.2.1 From access to usage 
Mäkinen regards community-oriented content production as a means to strengthening 
the agentive role of a community, thus empowering citizens and facilitating an active 
democracy. She argues that “Compared with top-down information production, 
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community-oriented content production represents horizontal and a ‘many-to-many’ kind 
of information flow.” (Mäkinen 2006:390) This reflects Mozilla’s identification of the 
participation and creation of relevant content as a means to facilitate positive social 
change, i.e. poverty reduction and improvement of life quality (Mozilla Github 
Webmaker 2015; Mozilla Webmaker India 2015:16-17; Mozilla Webmaker Kenya 
2015:52-53f). 
 
In this sense, it is not sufficient to categorise people as either connected or not 
connected to the internet, because the possibilities for overcoming social divisions and 
inequalities are not found in the sole “access”, but in the ability to access, use, create 
and develop online content (Selwyn 2004:351). Further, it is important to keep in mind, 
that these factors can not be measured along a simple hierarchical positive-
negative/litte-much scale, since lack of access to and use of internet can not be 
considered “negative” if there is no local needs or willingness to adopt and make use of 
such technologies (Selwyn 2004:350-351). Mozilla have in their recent Webmaker Field 
Research Reports from India and Kenya, developed two interrelated frameworks meant 
to recognize behavioral patterns for the different stages of knowledge and expertise in 
relation to internet access and usage (Mozilla Webmaker India 2015:16-17; Mozilla 
Webmaker Kenya 2015:52-53). These scales run along a horizontal line, with five or six 
stages of internet access and abilities with “Unaware” and “Creator/Supercreator” being 
the most extreme and “Basic usage/Leverage” comprising the middle value. 
 
Thus, Mozilla seem to recognize Selwyn’s condition that ICTs should be valued in terms 
of their contribution to positive change in a community, since not all communities and 
individuals can benefit equally from the same services. Mark Balnaves9 and Peter 
                                            
9
 Mark Balnaves is professor in New Media at Curtin University, Australia 
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Caputi10 also approve of this position, reasoning that “(...) without improvements in 
quality of life there would seem to be little point in adopting online multimedia services.” 
(Balnaves and Caputi 1997:92). We will explore this idea further in the analytical part 
4.3. 
 
 
4.1.2.3 Digital and technical competencies enabling local content creation 
The Mozilla Foundation is an example of an NGO advocating the advancement and 
refinement of software offering solutions for local content creation. By local content we 
understand relevant to the given locality or community, both in terms of substance and 
conveyance. The non-profit organisation has recently developed and launched their 
open source smartphone app and computer programme The Mozilla Webmaker. 
Webmaker is a digital tool and platform which, to quote Mozilla: “(...) provide the tools, 
resources, and community for people to teach and learn the web.” (Mozilla Github 
Webmaker 2015). According to the Webmaker whitepaper, the purpose of this is part of 
a greater philosophy: 
 
(...) we learn best through doing and making. While our thinking is 
influenced and informed by the works of academics in related 
fields, we’re interested in practical action. We're focused on 
helping people become more sophisticated in writing the web, 
participating in communities that explore web literacy and become 
advocates for the value and need for an open web. 
(Mozilla Github Webmaker 2015) 
 
                                            
10
 Peter Caputi is associate professor at Wollongong University, Australia 
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With this ideology, Mozilla has been targeting rural and peri-rural areas in the less 
connected areas in the world. The organisation hopes to help empowering new 
smartphone users to create and share situational relevant mobile content and software 
(Mozilla Webmaker India 2015). This notion emphasises, in line with Raul Roman11 and 
Royal D. Colle12, the attention towards software and content rather than the 
technologies themselves, in the process of facilitating positive social change in local 
communities (Roman and Colle 2003:85). 
 
Also BlueTown have identified digital and technical competencies in relation to handling 
and benefiting from smartphone and internet access and usage as a prerequisite part of 
their pilot project (Appendix 5, BlueTown 2015). As mentioned earlier, employees from 
BlueTown have hosted a training session for the people they equipped with LG 
smartphones in Atbo, with the purpose of providing the smartphone users (some of 
whom did already own a smartphone and some of whom had no experience with one) 
with technical competencies such as basic skills to handle the device, and various tools, 
such as apps and instructions to these, to benefit them in their jobs (Appendix 5). 
 
Hence, a combination of possession of digital literacy and technical competencies, 
comprising abilities to use, understand and benefit from ICTs, allow users to become 
creators and distributors of content, rather than being passive receivers consuming the 
products of other people (Selwyn 2004:355; Schech 2002:17). 
 
The Atbo clinician with her acquired needs, skills and knowledge has become enabled 
to seek more specifically relevant information, and explains how she engage in and 
                                            
11
 Raul Roman holds a PhD in Communication and International Development from Cornell university 
12
 Royal D. Colle is Emeritus Professor in International Agriculture and Rural Development, at Cornell University 
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employ situational relevant content related to both her profession and her private 
interests, such as online music lectures on KhanAcademy and YouTube videos 
explaining HIV viruses. By engaging with such information networks, she can easily 
become part of a knowledge sharing process, as when she speaks to her 
acquaintances about this online education or when she comments on or shares content 
on social medias. 
 
With this act, the clinician herself becomes part of a process considering and redefining 
the online content, and with this, molding knowledge and relevance in general. Still, we 
do not yet seem to be at the level of digital empowerment which Mozilla work to propel 
in their objective to help “(...) people develop web literacy: we help them build, not just 
consume, the technology, media and information that makes up the web.” (Mozilla 
Github Webmaker 2015). But surely, technical competencies and digital literacy must be 
a stepping stone to develop abilities and urge to start creating content online. Mozilla’s 
ambition of providing users with competencies to shape and reshape the web is a 
matter of creating an internet which is relevant for the individuals and for the 
communities who are making it. Let us explore this further. 
 
4.1.2.4 Situational relevance and learning approaches 
Many critical questions have been aimed at the enthusiasm with which the content’s 
role of the new ICTs have been praised in the last decades. How can the tremendous 
amount of data accumulated online be organized and processed into useful information 
and platforms for people who are not necessarily familiar and raised with the internet? 
How is the online content accessible? For whom is it relevant? How is it possible to 
distinguish between biased and reliable information? How can it be adjusted to fit the 
needs and demands of different people? Is it not just like trying to drink from a firehose?  
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In the field of ICTs in development, various means and methods to make best use of 
ICTs as a catalyst to development and social change are in play. Roman and Colle 
have suggested giving local universities an intensified role in institutionalising and 
dispensing locally relevant content and channeling local-oriented information resources 
(Roman and Colle 2003:88). Another approach to this issue is to complement ICT 
supply with adequate education in how to engage and benefit from these newly 
acquired technologies and media. Selwyn highlights the importance of both expert 
advice sources and face-to-face social capital in relation to adaptation and development 
of individual ICT resources. With the latter referring to: 
 
(...) people’s ability to foster, maintain and draw upon social capital 
in terms of networks of friends, relatives, neighbours and other 
significant local sources of technological expertise and material 
resourcing (in terms of ‘borrowing’ equipment or ‘sharing/copying’ 
software) [as] a critical factor in people’s sustained use of ICT. 
(Selwyn 2004:354) 
 
Yet another, rather opposite take on the issue is the learning by doing approach, 
exemplified with Nicholas Negroponte13’s famous attempt to make children become 
“self-learners” as a means to decrease the “digital divide”. The approach of the One 
Laptop Per Child14 (OLPC) project is to hand out basic laptops without instructions to 
children in rural, sparsely connected areas. Negroponte, the chairman of OLPC, is 
                                            
13
  Nicholas Negroponte is founder and Chairman Emeritus of Massachusetts Institute of Technology's 
Media Lab (MIT). He also founded the One Laptop per Child Association (OLPC). 
14
 One Laptop Per Child is a non-profit organisation founded at MIT, with a range of heavily influential 
sponsors such as Google and eBay. The goal of OLPC aim to provide children in poor and/or less 
connected areas in the world with rugged, low-cost, low-power, connected laptop. The purpose is to 
empower the world’s poor with means to engage in education (OneLaptop 2015). 
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famously quoted with respect to the OLPC learning by doing approach: “Will this lead to 
deep reading? The votes are still out. But if a child can learn to read, he or she can read 
to learn” (Negroponte 2012).  
 
Surely, handing out basic laptops to six year old children in rural Ethiopia cannot be 
directly compared with handing out LG smartphones and establishing wi-fi connection in 
a peri-rural village in Tanzania. It should also be noted that the learning by doing 
approach is just one of several education approaches suggested by OLPC. This said, a 
considerable share of the reflections, arguments and critique related to OLPC are 
equally valid in Atbo.  
 
Our interviews in the village indicated that guidance in basic and advanced usage is a 
common request, and is valued as being an essential part of benefiting from ICTs 
(Appendix 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11). The Ward Executive Officer in Atbo emphasises 
education in order to convey to the villagers how the smartphones and the internet 
access may benefit them in their social and professional lives: 
 
It [smartphones and internet access] will help them a lot! As I said 
before, everything is determination! (...) They come out from the 
darkness and into the light that the smartphone gives. The 
question is how they'll use it! (...) Encouragement is a key – If you 
have never used a smartphone before, you have to be taught the 
benefits of it, and they have to be educated through seminars and 
workshops and so on. (...) The keyword is education. And 
especially people need to understand the importance of the 
smartphone. 
(Appendix 4) 
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Also the court registry assistant highlights education as a way to become aware of her 
needs and desires in relation to ICT services. She adds that: ”(...) I would like more 
training in how to use the internet. For example how to use e-mail.” (Appendix 2). Other 
respondents expressed similar wishes. Among others, the village Agricultural Extension 
Officer (AEO) expresses that because the farmers do not have sufficient understanding 
of the internet, they will fail to recognize the smartphones’ value to them. She 
underscores that it would be crucial for the farmers in Atbo to understand the relevance 
for them prior to buying a smartphone, in order for them to comprehend the features 
and the potential of the smartphone and of internet access (Appendix 7). 
 
The village clinician sees great potential of internet access in her job: 
 
If my patients got internet access, they could maybe get 
information on diseases for example. But the problem is how to 
use it. They need to be educated. Awareness is the main thing. 
They need to learn how to use it. In the beginning it is difficult, but 
over time you will learn, and if you see other people use the 
internet, you will get a sense of how it works. 
(Appendix 9) 
 
The clinician further explains how she, prior to the BlueTown training session in Atbo, 
learned how to use the smartphone and navigate online: 
 
I watched my relatives who had a smartphone, and who had a 
computer. So i got used to it, and so I already knew about how to 
use it when I was given the smartphone by BlueTown. 
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(Appendix 9) 
 
Although there seem to be a consensus in Atbo that it would be very rewarding for new 
users to receive some level of introduction or tutoring to how to use and benefit from a 
smartphone and internet access, it is thus, according to our respondents, also possible 
to learn these things by observing or receiving advice from friends and family who own 
a device. Most important seems to be the ability to access and obtain information which, 
either in its “original” state or by the means of interpretation and transformation by the 
user, is relevant in the situational context. The question of how such knowledge and 
competencies can benefit the individual and the surrounding community will be treated 
in the third analytical part. 
 
The presented examples clearly highlight the entanglement of the discourses on the 
dependency, emancipation and empowerment issue explored earlier, in the section by 
the same name. As the WEO and the court registry assistant express, the people in 
Atbo need to be taught the benefits of the smartphone in order to know their own needs. 
These villagers are hence articulating the dependency on the ICTs facilitated by 
external actors in Atbo. But what is more interesting is that these informants are 
requesting to obtain a need they do not yet possess, in order to develop this 
contingency into something useful for themselves. The court registry assistant and the 
WEO both present the idea that by developing a reliance on these new ICTs, they will 
realize how these technologies and media can empower them with skills and knowledge 
useful in their lives. 
 
4.1.2.5 Implementation and adoption of ICTs in Atbo 
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We have investigated how the digital divide between the globally connected and the 
less connected communities has been met by BlueTown with a corporate and social 
notion of venturing an emerging market. The company holds an objective and an 
ambition to transform means of communication and access to and use of media and 
technologies in a way that will benefit the company as well as the community involved 
(BlueTown 2015; Appendix 5). Initially this response to the digital divide by BlueTown 
has meant an investment in Atbo in order to map and understand demands and 
potentials for ICTs among those who have economic capital to buy and adopt 
technologies such as online media devices and mobile internet connection (Appendix 
5). After the distribution of 23 smartphones in Atbo, next step for the company was to 
host training sessions in order to equip the receivers of the smartphones with skills and 
comprehension in relation to their new acquisitions. 
 
Currently, BlueTown are looking into designing the software and hardware products 
which they, on the foundation of a number of surveys on internet and smartphone usage 
and needs in Atbo, appraise as having potential as a market product in Atbo and other 
rural and peri-rural locations in less connected communities. Besides this BlueTown are 
looking into implementation of e-health and e-learning apps, and are in the process of 
producing a locally anchored “cloud” in which users in the village can store and share 
locally relevant content. Further, the company have expressed ambition towards 
development of technological and digital tools to benefit people involved in agriculture in 
rural, less connected areas. 
 
According to BlueTown’s webpage, 
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BlueTown’s unique technology and business model will connect 
the next bn. people to the internet, enabling growth and higher 
standards of living in rural areas (...) Not only will it improve the 
means of communication, but more importantly, it will significantly 
improve the quality of life in these areas. 
(BlueTown 2015) 
 
With this ambitious vision, the people behind BlueTown regard the company’s work and 
“solutions” as an important means to offer progress in rural and peri-rural, less 
connected communities such as Atbo. 
 
The fact that the BlueTown pilot project has come into being with economical aid from 
the Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA) adds yet another dimension to 
the issue by framing internet access in rural communities in the less connected parts of 
the world as a developmental issue. 
 
The online development news magazine Verdens Bedste Nyheder (World’s Best News), 
which is a cooperation between DANIDA and the UN, has been running several articles 
on BlueTown’s business plan in Tanzania (Verdens Bedste Nyheder 2014). By 
supporting and cooperating with BlueTown, DANIDA is acknowledging the trend in the 
development and policy making arena, implying that distribution of ICTs in rural areas in 
less connected societies can contribute to the agenda of eradicating poverty and 
improving democracy and living conditions in these regions. 
 
It is difficult to decide whether these discourses, which we also have encountered 
among the citizens in Atbo, stem from the demands from the less connected 
communities themselves, or if they should be accredited companies, academia, media, 
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government and non-governmental organisations. The most accurate answer to this 
dispute is probably somewhere in between, with reference to the truth and knowledge 
production process which, as we have disclosed, takes place in a constant spiralling 
motion. 
 
4.1.2 What Discourses in Academics are Fostering 
 
Until now, we have been examining the role of a private company, the support of its pilot 
project by DANIDA, and the role of the NGO Mozilla, all working to empower people 
through ICTs. But we must not neglect the significance of our own interest in Atbo. Our 
own interest in the field and in our research problem has naturally been propelled by the 
attention which ICTs in development has received in mainstream media as well as in 
academic literature. A field, which our own research is expanding with our engagement 
with Atbo, BlueTown, Mozilla and DANIDA and with our investigation of opposing and 
complementing concepts presented in the literature.  
 
As we are diving into the field, we inevitably choose, reconsider and abandon 
discourses repeatedly, and hence are participating in molding the knowledge and 
arguments related to social networks among users and non-users in disconnected or 
less connected communities. In a certain perspective we are, along with other academic 
research and literature in the field, thus an actor possibly having an impact on other 
external as well as internal actors’ interest and willingness to engage and invest in ICTs 
in Atbo, just as these actors are affecting ours. 
 
4.1.3 Partial Conclusion 
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We have discovered that contradictory perspectives on how ICTs are affecting the 
village Atbo is found both within academic literature and mainstream media, among the 
external agents, BlueTown, DANIDA and Mozilla, and among the Atbo citizens 
themselves. The perspectives we have disclosed cover notions of ICTs in Atbo 
facilitating villagers’ dependency on, emancipation from and empowerment on behalf of 
external actors. The villagers themselves express the idea that by developing a 
dependency upon these new ICTs, they will realize how these technologies and media 
can empower them with skills and knowledge useful in their lives, and thus actively seek 
a reliant relationship on the services and tools provided by external actors. 
 
While the presence of ICTs in Atbo is reality, the knowledge and services which these 
new media and tools trigger, appear to be more diffuse. We have discovered that 
knowledge is continuously constructed and reconstructed both by the suppliers, but also 
by the users, who in their networks potentially will be able to mold information given by 
external actors into something situationally relevant and resourceful. 
 
The means to acquire digital literacy and technological competencies related to 
smartphones and internet access appear to be manifold. While learning by doing 
sometimes is the only option in Atbo, face to face web education and expert training 
sessions are highly valued among the villagers. 
 
4.2 Acquisition and Distribution of Knowledge and Information 
 
It has now been uncovered how notions of ICTs regarding external actors in Atbo can 
be facilitating both dependency, emancipation and empowerment. In this section we will 
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discuss how the citizens of Atbo acquire and distribute online information both 
professionally and privately. This is done in order to capture the internal dependency, 
emancipation and empowerment that ICT implementation facilitates in Atbo. 
 
When analysing how ICTs affect a local community it is relevant to consider the concept 
of the digital divide. The term implies a clear segregation between the have and have-
nots in terms of ICTs. Accordingly, implementation of ICT can be considered to bring 
both positive and negative effects to the affected community. Positive effects are 
empowering individuals through information and education accessibility (Selwyn 
2004:342). As Maarit Mäkinen states: “Digital technology can be used as a tool for 
unprivileged people to reach the informational, social and economic capital of the social 
networks more easily than before.” (Mäkinen 2006:386) 
 
Ironically, the impacts of ICTs considered to be beneficial for a community are often the 
same as the impacts considered to be affecting the community negatively, especially by 
virtue of the conception that empowering some individuals through ICTs will 
concurrently lead to exclusion of those with little or no ICT accessibility (Selwyn 
2004:342). ICTs in less connected communities can thus reinforce already existing 
hierarchies: 
 
Technology can be used to serve social networks, which are 
quite often hierarchical and form strong and weak information 
flows. (...) The Internet supports first the ones who are already 
influential, such as the existing power structures, so the 
networks themselves do not empower anyone without some 
special activating inclusion efforts. 
(Mäkinen 2006:386) 
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However, the digital divide as a concept has been criticised for not acknowledging the 
underlying triggers which might determine the inclusion, exclusion and inequality that 
ICT access and usage bring (Selwyn 2004; van Dijk and Hacker 2003; Halford and 
Savage 2010). Following this critique we examine, in order to nuance the issue beyond 
the conventional dichotomous notions, which underlying causes are determining 
emancipation, empowerment and dependency and how this is expressed within Atbo. 
 
4.2.1 Reaching Information 
 
As examined in previous parts of the analysis, the interpretation of and perspectives on 
access and use are important in order to be able to understand the effects of internet in 
Atbo. As in any other place on the globe, different people make use of the internet in 
different ways, both people who own devices allowing access to internet and people 
who have access to internet through borrowed devices. In the following paragraphs we 
will discuss how social relations in Atbo are affected by factors of digital empowerment 
and information distribution. 
 
One of the most frequent online activities among the internet users in Atbo is the search 
for relevant information (Appendix 1, 4, 7, 9). As Atbo’s WEO explains: “The information 
is available from the ministries but I have to get it or search for it myself.” (Appendix 4) 
He emphasises his own role in the act of searching and gaining information. He further 
explains that his access to the internet has made it easier to obtain knowledge in 
relation to his job and private life (Appendix 4).   
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The clinician from the local dispensary, quoted earlier in the analysis, explains the 
importance of being able to access the internet in her job: “I can google anything and 
read about, for example a disease or a treatment or a breakout of a virus.” (Appendix 9) 
Through her smartphone she can access the information online. Her job requires her to 
be updated on a range of different issues, for which the internet proves useful. The 
internet has become a part of her job, which provides her with a unique opportunity to 
access knowledge relevant to her. She explains that the internet supplies and replaces 
practices of information gathering which are very time consuming and sometimes 
inconvenient. The clinician often uses Google’s search engine at work and in private: 
“This is the better way, ‘cause I can use it fast and easily.” (Appendix 9) 
 
The clinician and the WEO report that internet access makes information gathering 
easier. Further, the internet seems to provide more information to the community in 
general. In the following we will examine the conditions for digital empowerment, in 
order to understand the impact of ICTs. 
 
4.2.1.1 Factors of digital empowerment 
As discussed earlier, several factors are determining the way in which actors engage 
and benefit from ICTs. A very central element to be examined is the network wherein 
the information circulates between different actors and with different means. 
 
Social capital can be seen as the way in which an individual is situated within a social 
network and how s/he makes use of that network, which is an important matter to an 
individual when it comes to the actors’ sustained use of ICT (Selwyn 2004:354). As 
examined in analytical part 4.1, the clinician stresses that the way she uses the internet 
is not something she has been taught in school or by BlueTown. Rather she has been 
 56/80 
taught by her friends and relatives who owned a smartphone before her (Appendix 9). 
The clinician thus benefits from her social capital through a network which contains 
people with digital literacy and technical competencies which then enables her to benefit 
from the technology and services provided by BlueTown and DANIDA. 
 
As concluded in analytical part 4.1, digital literacy can both go through expert training, 
face-to-face peer instruction and learning by doing. Even though these are important 
matters for the individual to make sense of the internet, we have seen that the centrality 
of the individual’s social network is crucial. This means that people without social 
networks providing them with technical and digital guidance will potentially be in a 
disadvantaged position regarding usage of the internet in comparison with i.e. the 
clinician. An individual could obtain a device with access to internet, have the 
economical capital to buy internet bundles in order to maintain the connection, but still 
be digitally disadvantaged. Social capital can thus be one of the factors determining the 
outcome of ICT for the actor. The potential of use and access thus become embedded 
in the network surrounding the actor. This way, the key to unlock the personal relevance 
of the internet is expanded from the actor to the community network. Thus the network 
can promote digital inclusion by offering digital and technical guidance, but equally 
excluding by not providing that exact knowledge. The clinician in Atbo was in a position 
in which she learned the basics through her network and was afterwards able to explore 
how the internet could be of situational relevance to herself. 
 
It is not only the clinician who emphasizes the importance of digital literacy among 
family and relatives. A peasant from the outskirts of Atbo, showed us both a 
featurephone and a smartphone and explained to us that she had borrowed the 
smartphone from one of her relatives. She did not know how it worked but said that her 
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son was going to teach her how to make use of it. She further explained that it was hard 
to learn when she was only borrowing the device from her relative, because she was to 
give it back (Appendix 13). 
 
The peasant expresses a challenge that lies within the nuances of access. For her, it is 
hard to learn how to handle a device if the device is not hers, and is not around all the 
time. Because of her social network she has access to the internet, but has not yet 
gained the required knowledge in order to make use of the device. She did not 
participate in the training that BlueTown conducted, because she acquired the 
smartphone herself, (Appendix 13), but instead she expects her son to be able to 
introduce her to the features and services of the smartphone in order for her to become 
digitally literate. It is a common perception that the younger generation is growing up in 
a digital world and thus are better preconditioned to comprehend these new ICTs. And 
the peasant is not alone in emphasising the importance of the next generation. The 
registry accountant at the court, who received a smartphone from BlueTown, also 
reported that she did not feel familiar with the smartphone but that her child was using it, 
which made her feel more comfortable with it (Appendix 2). 
 
Another factor of digital literacy is language. It can be a barrier which can determine for 
whom internet based information is accessible. With great variation in English language 
skills in Atbo many villagers are faced with difficulties regarding access to relevant 
information. And while content is accessible in Swahili to some extent, there is a clear 
gap of information accessibility between those who understand English (in addition to 
Swahili) and those who only understands Swahili and their local tribal language(s). Thus 
the language barrier is critical for the inequality of digital or web literacy which Mozilla 
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coin the “(...) competencies required to read, write and participate effectively on the 
web.” (Mozilla Github Webmaker 2015) 
 
An individual’s occupational status is decisive to which position the person holds in 
society. Both economically and socially. The clinician is expected to have knowledge on 
issues regarding health, medicine and clinical practises. This kind of knowledge is 
revised over time as new research is revealed, new discoveries are made and new 
medical recommendations are released. As a clinician, she is expected to be updated 
on these matters. The internet offers a convenient way of obtaining information on 
health, treatment and diseases which she may not be able to gain from printed issues 
and textbooks, which might be outdated. In this way the clinician has a lot to gain by 
using the internet in her profession since her achievements are tangible when she uses 
the internet in her everyday work. She explains that she incorporates online media by 
using YouTube: 
 
I sometimes use YouTube to inform HIV patients. I have found on 
YouTube some videos which explain in a very good way how the HIV 
virus enters the system. Then I show it to the patients to educate 
them, so they will understand the virus better. 
(Appendix 9) 
 
In this perspective we can see how the internet, in this case the video search engine 
YouTube, becomes a part of her professional practice. Additionally, it is an example on 
how ICTs provide advancements to the general public. The patients benefit from the 
internet and the clinician’s digital literacy which she shares in her social network. The 
clinician distributes situational relevant information to people who do not have the 
means to obtain it themselves.   
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The WEO, FEO and AEO all express that they use the internet in relation to their jobs 
(Appendix 4, 9, 12). They use the information which they gather on the web in order to 
perform their work tasks more conveniently and to a greater extent. These people hold 
positions in the village which are very central to the citizens. The clinician is in daily 
contact with the citizens of Atbo, the AEO is in daily contact with the farmers, and the 
FEO with the fishers. These are key distributors of everyday information, each in their 
own field, to the citizens. 
 
The ability to actively use ICTs to reach information on the web is for the actor highly 
determined by the network in which s/he takes part. Additionally villagers whose work-
tasks require transmission of information among the citizens of Atbo have even greater 
incitement to use ICTs because the technologies and services can benefit not only the 
person in question but also his or her surrounding network.    
 
4.2.2 Sharing Information 
 
Another virtue of the internet, central to the villagers in Atbo, is communication with 
other people. Facebook, WhatsApp and Viber are repeatedly referred to as commonly 
used online services and activities among the informants (Appendix 1, 2, 4, 6, 10, 13). 
Several villagers highlight access to ready made content such as documents, news, 
laws and communication platforms as an important feature of the internet. Thus, web 
based communication mediate the social relations which people are taking part in, 
which was exemplified by the villagers revealing what purpose these media serve to 
them. The villagers reported that through these media they mainly 1) receive 
 60/80 
information and 2) take part in different online communities and groups discussing and 
sharing information. 
 
A teacher from the local primary school, who has acquired a smartphone through 
BlueTown, emphasises that he uses Facebook and WhatsApp in order to obtain 
situationally relevant news directly on his smartphone (Appendix 1). He thus uses digital 
media as a way of creating a personal network which can provide him with information 
relevant to himself, while keeping him updated on what is happening in the world. In the 
jungle of news channels, Facebook offers a way for the actor to pick and choose 
information providers channeled through Facebook friends, interest groups, and various 
pages representing organisations, companies, individuals and the like. Furthermore the 
teacher explains that he uses Facebook to gather teaching material for his lectures, for 
example by using politicians’ Facebook pages as material in social science classes. In 
this way digital media functions as a search engine in order for the teacher to find 
specific teaching material. He uses a space, provided by internet access, to draw on 
different relations which can provide him with different information. Thus, media such as 
Facebook and Whatsapp are not only used for communication, but also for reaching 
personally and professionally relevant material. 
 
4.2.2.1 Sharing and discussing information 
Online communities and discussion fora are particularly important to the citizens holding 
professional positions in which discussion and knowledge sharing is central. The local 
court magistrate in Atbo emphasises some of his usages of the web: 
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I use it to download laws online and for reading online. I also use it 
to contact other judges [magistrates] for both work related and 
social issues. 
(Appendix 3) 
 
He underlines his own role as a user by explaining that he uses the web to download 
ready made material such as laws and legal documents and to make use of his social 
network. His use of the internet is not alone constituted by him, but equally by his offline 
social network. He is communicating with and employing his offline network online. The 
clinician express the same kind of usage: “(...) I found information on Ebola online. And 
then I share this online with my colleagues.” (Appendix 9) The internet enables the court 
magistrate and the clinician to acquire ready made content such as news, reports, laws 
and other documents, and to get in contact with their colleagues and peers in order for 
them to discuss and share matters which are relevant to themselves. It is a convenient 
way of distributing knowledge directly in one’s network which makes it easy for the user 
to engage with online content. Mäkinen concludes in regards to this issue that: 
 
The potential power of the Internet is above all in its social 
interaction. By increasing access to information and by improving 
interaction, the social capital of a community increases at both 
individual and community level. 
(Mäkinen 2008:389) 
 
This quote describes the power of the internet from which the clinician and the 
magistrate benefit when they take part in online information sharing. They recreate 
offline relations and new relations online which adds to their own and the community’s 
social capital. The quote indicates that all individuals within the community benefit from 
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the individuals increase of knowledge. But as we will see in the following paragraph not 
everybody are equally included in this community. 
  
Villagers in Atbo report interest in social communities online. Several of our 
respondents, especially those occupying more respected and well paid jobs, who own a 
device with internet access, demonstrate usage and explain how it helps them in their 
jobs (Appendix 3, 9). Less digitally empowered people, who in many cases are self 
employed in small scale farming, identify access to social communities, and the benefits 
of this to their profession, as the biggest potential of the internet (Appendix 6, 13). 
People connect with others online in clusters formed by their positions, professions, 
religious beliefs, kinship and other interests. The information accessible within these 
clusters is often specific, local and relevant to the ones having access, and members of 
these clusters can tap in and out and make use of the information. However, people 
without access to the internet and people who to some extent are digitally illiterate are 
likely to be left out of these digital communities. As a farmer tells us: “The ones who 
have a smartphone are ahead and they [the farmers without smartphones] feel left 
behind.” (Appendix 13) These people are prone to become digitally excluded which 
means that they will have difficulties making use of the possibilities associated with the 
ICTs, while those with access and digital skills will be able to benefit. Correspondingly, 
the internet will usually make the strongest parties more dominant (Mäkinen 2006:386). 
This shows a greater gap between people who have the means to use the internet and 
the benefits that it offers and the people who do not. 
 
Hence, the people in Atbo who already inhabit strong digital networks are likely to 
benefit from the internet, while others, the less digital illiterate citizens, depend on the 
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information flows facilitated by the people who have confidence and competencies 
regarding the access to and use of ICTs. 
 
In this analysis we have seen that online networks are highly influenced by offline 
networks and relationships and the other way around. Actors who have poor networks 
regarding ICTs will less be likely to make sense of the internet when it is presented to 
them. These individuals risk becoming digitally excluded from the networks in which 
more digitally empowered actors can take part. But as we have seen, degrees of access 
and usage is always moving on a continuum, and thus, in order to understand the 
relationship between users and non-users, we have to go beyond the concept of digital 
exclusion. 
 
 
4.2.2.2 Beyond the digital exclusion 
We see in the analysis that people who are digitally literate are benefiting from the 
internet, while people who do not have great digital competencies and know-how are 
increasingly dependent on information from this group. The clinician explains how she 
uses the internet to communicate with friends and relatives: 
 
(...) I have a church group, and we connect via Viber or WhatsApp. 
And also at home and with my relatives. Via imo or other things. 
For example I video call with my sister who lives in Arusha. And I 
also have a relative in America, so we can chat on Facebook. 
(Appendix 9) 
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Other citizens, who are less digitally empowered, also benefit from these services. The 
office assistant, an older citizen of Atbo who reported having little access to the internet 
and very little know-how on how to use a smartphone, also states that he use the 
internet to contact family and relatives living in geographically distant places (Appendix 
10). These means of online communication does not only favour the digital empowered 
but also people that only have poor or less access and know-how on ICTs. 
 
Facebook, WhatsApp, Google and other web pages and media are important 
communication platforms to many people in Atbo, no matter how they use and access it. 
From a farmer who wants to know about WhatsApp and other online communication 
media and to be able to read news online in the future (Appendix 13) to the clinician 
who actively uses Google’s search engine and the Ministry of Health’s webpage in order 
to gain knowledge, and YouTube in order to share information with patients (Appendix 
9). The court registry assistant states that she does not feel comfortable with the 
smartphone which was given to her, but at the same time she expresses that she is 
using WhatsApp to stay in contact with family and relatives (Appendix 4). The same 
kind of use has recurred among different interviewees in the village: One farmer did not 
have access to the internet but did have a Facebook and a WhatsApp account, while 
another farmer used the services to be in contact with family and relatives living abroad 
(Appendix 6, 13). Mäkinen argues that such practices can empower citizens: 
 
Online networks cannot do much to change power structures, but 
by strengthening the role of the active citizen they can help people 
to become more aware about their possibilities and more included 
in the information society. 
(Mäkinen 2008:388) 
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Mäkinen recognizes the nuances within digital empowerment. As mentioned earlier, 
people without the means to search and find material on the web can easily be 
excluded. As such, social networks can work in favour of these people. Mäkinen argues 
that online networks cannot change structures, because people in beneficial positions 
offline will inhabit the same positions online. However, these people are in a position to 
distribute information and thereby empower citizens. 
 
The use of ready made content by the people who could be categorised as digitally 
illiterate shows that the internet can serve as a catalyst for digital empowerment. Such 
media and content offer a way to use and obtain the benefits of the internet without 
necessarily having a deeper understanding of how the internet works or what it can 
offer. Actors, who do not have these digital competencies and economical capital, can 
thus use ready made content to be included in the digital world. Individuals can become 
able to actively use the internet in order to empower themselves. This offers an 
opportunity for the actor to obtain information and mold it into situational relevant 
information for him or her. 
 
Hence, we can deduce that access to the internet can both be seen as a way to digitally 
exclude a group of people from and as a means to include some individuals in the 
globally connected society. The social relations between people online and offline are 
crucial to the circulation of information, as we will see in the following section. 
 
4.2.2.3 Distribution of Information in a local context 
We have previously seen how information gathering proved easy to those with some 
level of access to the smartphone. In a community such as Atbo, with a limited number 
of internet users, sharing of information accessed through the internet proves vital. We 
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shall now explore what significance relations between people in Atbo have on the 
distribution of knowledge in the village. 
 
When asked to explain her daily tasks, the Agricultural Extension Officer in Atbo 
describes how her main job tasks consists of sharing her knowledge with the farmers in 
the area. She further clarifies how the farmers come by her office to ask her questions 
on crop diseases and to gain information on issues related to agriculture, and livestock 
(Appendix 7). In this regard easier internet access for the AEO benefits the whole 
surrounding network of farmers’ access to information. Simultaneously when relying on 
the AEO’s access to information, the farmers’ dependency on her role is enhanced 
since they do not have the same technical and digital competencies as she does. Her 
position within the network is thus augmented because she has the means to obtain 
knowledge which others do not. 
 
This intensification of dependency due to information distribution and internet 
accessibility is well illustrated within the Ward Executive Officer’s network. With his 
phone never out of his hand, conversations constantly interrupted by abrupt phone calls 
or people knocking on his office door, he seemed in a continual loop of providing 
answers and information. When asked if wi-fi access in Atbo could widen the gap 
between rich and poor he denies and explains his view on the matter: 
 
Well, I don't see this right now, 'cause I can get information on the 
smartphone and then I can pass it on to the person who doesn't 
have a smartphone, 'cause I know exactly the person and what 
information he needs and who he is. (…) People are sharing 
information differently than earlier. For example the other day I 
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noticed a job opportunity on the internet and then I called my friend 
to inform him about it. 
(Appendix 4). 
 
Despite his denial of a widening gap, the WEO’s provision of information appears crucial 
to the circulation of information in Atbo, which, with reference to the previous sections, 
can both be interpreted as a mechanism of inclusion and exclusion from the globally 
connected society. The information which he gathers through his smartphone reinforces 
his position as one of the main providers of information in the community. While more 
information circulating in the community is beneficial to the community it also enhances 
the dependency of the digitally excluded on the WEO’s provision on that same 
information. Additionally it proves a bias when the WEO decides which information is 
relevant for whom. Hence the WEO’s dominant position as key information distributer is 
enhanced. As Mäkinen argues: 
 
The strongest information flows are usually forming between the 
strongest parties (i.e. nodes), and thus they become the dominating 
centres of the networks, while some other places stay less popular 
and become marginalized. 
(Mäkinen 2008:386) 
 
Information in Atbo flows from the dominating centres, while marginalized offline places 
are further excluded. In the WEO’s case only the people that he knows benefit from his 
increased information (Appendix 4). This emphasises the importance of being present in 
offline networks surrounding key information distributors in order to receive important 
information. 
 
 68/80 
A local farmer confirms that he do not see the farmers in the community being able to 
use the internet with their current digital skills (Appendix 6). He argues however that the 
farmers in general are aware of the potentials of the internet (Appendix 6). In this regard 
the AEO’s use and distribution of relevant information to the farmers also leads to 
inspiration, which is exemplified with this same farmer describing that he is well known 
for his expertise and that people call him regularly for his help on farming issues. He 
adds that he is very inspired by the way the AEO uses the internet and that he would 
also use the internet for acquiring information on matters related to his profession if he 
had his own smartphone (Appendix 6). Namely inspiration or motivation is identified by 
Mäkinen as one of the early stages of the digital empowerment process. She argues 
that motivation is an individual factor but that the social environment can be influential 
as well (Mäkinen 2006:383). In the farmer’s case he appears very self motivated in 
regards to his agricultural practices, and further motivated by the AEO to improve his 
knowledge acquisition through internet usage. 
 
Another villager, a peasant, sees the same potential in the mobile internet access. She 
explains how she would use a smartphone to easily obtain the updated market prices 
on crops and livestock. She further clarifies how she and other peasants are reliant on 
the person who goes to the market to get an update on the prices (Appendix 11). 
 
In addition to the language barrier, economic conditions and education is highlighted on 
several occasions as barriers to internet expansion in Atbo (Appendix 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 
11). With economic circumstances determining who has the financial means to buy a 
smartphone and the digital educational conditions affecting who are web literate and who 
are not, it is clear that the socioeconomic conditions determine from where the internet 
based information flows. Thus those who have the socioeconomic means to access the 
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internet also hold the key (and perhaps obligation) to provide relevant information to 
others. Despite inequality in information access and comprehension it proves beneficial to 
the general community that relevant information is distributed. 
 
4.2.3 Partial Conclusion 
 
Through this analysis we have seen that a multitude of factors come into play when we 
talk about levels of both access to and use of smartphones and internet. Access is 
highly determined by factors as economic and social capital here constituted by 
profession, language and network. Villagers occupying central positions in Atbo are 
likely to have permanent access to the internet through either smartphones provided by 
BlueTown or individually purchased. The other group of people, who do not themself 
own a smartphone, show that they are able to gain access to the internet through 
people in their social network. 
 
The Atbo villagers’ use of smartphones and internet is particularly dependent on what 
kind of technical competencies is embedded in their social networks. People get 
together in clusters shaping offline and online networks in which they are likely to 
benefit from the circulation of local, relevant information. Actors who do not have the 
means to be a part of these networks are excluded and thus depend on the 
transmission of information through offline networks. We have further seen that ready 
made content and communication on Facebook and Whatsapp can be of great potential 
for a community network because less digitally empowered actors can make use of 
these without considerable digital competencies. 
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Furthermore, actors who are already in positions central to the citizens of Atbo, e.g. the 
WEO, the AEO, the FEO, the teacher and the clinician are becoming more powerful 
since the citizens depend on these people’s distribution of information. The introduction 
of smartphones and internet thus, on one side reinforces power structures embedded in 
the social network of Atbo which can risk widening the gap between the haves and the 
have-nots, and on the other side facilitates situational relevant information circulation 
within the village which can be seen as a benefit for the whole community. 
 
4.3 Perspectives on Social Change 
 
So far, we have been investigating discourses on ICTs with a focus on, how they are 
and might be facilitated in less connected communities, what purposes such media and 
technologies serve along with people’s abilities to use and participate in creating online 
content. We have explored how these factors sustain contradictory perspectives of the 
role of ICTs in development: How ICTs can both widen the gap between connected and 
disconnected societies on national and local levels, as well as serve to decrease 
inequalities between people in these categories. But what purpose does this analysis 
serve without an evaluation of how these ICTs can benefit the people in question? 
 
Soeftestad and Sein argue that: “The notion that development in some form or another 
leads to a better quality of life is universally accepted. The debate is on what constitutes 
‘better quality of life’.” (Soeftestad and Sein 2003:2). In line with this, we have taken the 
premise that the value of ICTs should be found in the technologies’ ability to support 
and sustain positive social change, in our analysis in order to reflect on what should 
ideally be the outcome on the increase of ICTs in less connected communities, such as 
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Atbo. The discussion of the social change affected by ICTs in Atbo will further be 
shaped by Maarit Mäkinen, who holds the opinion that “... the existence of information 
technology is not enough for community empowerment, if it doesn’t lead to any relevant 
activities.” (Mäkinen 2006:389). By now it should be clear that these relevant activities 
span from download and distribution of ready made content such as legal, medical or 
administrative documents, over engagement and discussions via communication 
medias, to upload, production and reconfiguration of content in a local language. An 
activity which augments a person’s confidence in democratic citizenship in relation to 
his or her community can be just as crucial as a person’s decrease in transportation 
time and money in order to perform his or her job. 
 
On the basis of these presumptions, we argue that ICTs can only be perceived to 
sustain or facilitate development if they enable improved life quality understood in the 
context of situational relevance. Hence, there can be no objective or universal spectrum 
defining what constitutes positive change. Quite the contrary, positive social change 
should be defined in relation to individual and communal perceptions. The value of the 
processes of digital empowerment are thus created and defined by the actors 
themselves in their social environments, each representing the change they wish to see 
for themselves or in their respective lives and communities (Mäkinen 2006:389).  
 
This empowering process is best created on the initiative of the people in question, in 
open, interactive networks (in the broadest sense), on the basis of their own needs and 
desires. The ideal outcome of engagement with ICTs, in Mäkinen’s and hence our 
perspective, is to create a space and motivation for people in less connected 
communities to cooperate to discover, shape and generate the change they seek in the 
respective context (Mäkinen 2006:389). This should be seen in contrast to the relatively 
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ready made content, such as e-health programmes, Facebook and online newspapers 
which external agents might propose to the community. 
 
It is important to note that this ideal does not mean that external actors should refrain 
from working towards facilitation of positive social change in less connected 
communities. When BlueTown erected the wi-fi tower and distributed smartphones in 
Atbo, they clearly fueled a demand for information and communication technologies 
which would probably have made its entry in the village sooner or later. The company 
can be criticised for causing this demand among the citizens, but this should also be 
seen in relation to the context in Atbo. However, the village leadership has approved the 
offer by BlueTown on behalf of the village. According to the WEO, the everyday life and 
work for any citizen in Atbo would be much easier if more people in the community has 
access to the internet. He adds: “People are sharing information differently than earlier 
(…) I could even be at home and upload information to all people in the community! 
Haha. I would not have to travel all the time.” (Appendix 4) The court magistrate 
expresses same enthusiastic sentiment towards his newly gained wi-fi access: “I can 
use the smartphone anywhere! I can even use it when I’m on the toilet!” (Appendix 3) 
With this attitude, the WEO and the court magistrate underline the empowering effects 
the ICTs can have in a community which is not strongly connected to the global society. 
 
In this case the mobile internet access enables the users in Atbo to quickly reach and 
channel information to the community network, or at least to key actors in the 
community who can subsequently pass on and react on this information. Thus, the 
technology and services provided have the potential to increase knowledge creation 
and distribution in a way which is meaningful for the given community network. Mäkinen 
states that: 
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This increase of competence can help in bridging poor and 
marginalized communities to enable them to become part of the 
networks of communication and many kinds of welfare. I call this 
bridging a process of digital empowerment. 
(Mäkinen 2006:390) 
 
Paying attention to Mäkinen’s emphasis on digital empowerment being a process, we 
propose the argument that positive social change is an ever unfolding process of 
expanding social networks, constructing, reconstructing and sharing contextual 
knowledge and obtaining new understandings and competencies which can be used to 
further improve social change (Mäkinen 2006:391). 
 
This said, we should bear in mind that even though the process of social change is 
empowering in itself and can never be completely reached, the individual and 
communal aims and objectives should not be devalued or underestimated. The local 
pastor in Atbo expresses his trouble understanding and participating in online Bible fora 
because the discussions are in English (Appendix 8), which should foster an ambition 
by the external actors working to implement ICTs in the village to augment Swahili and 
traditional language content and platforms online. 
 
Before making our final conclusions it is important to note that they are made on the 
basis of a single case study and are not completely generalisable. Further, it should be 
noted that we acknowledge that many of the struggles people in this category encounter 
are triggered and upheld by much more permanent political and social structures in the 
world, which can not be changed by simply dispensing smartphones and laptops in rural 
villages. This said, we argue that social change in small communities has the potential 
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to spark initiatives to change inequalities, exactly by the virtue that positive social 
improvements are in constant motion inside and in between large and local social 
networks, online as well as offline. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5: The Conclusion 
 
Informations and communications technology in development is a contested issue. On 
one side is the perception that ICTs can be a means of empowerment and work as tools 
for emancipating poor, rural communities by reducing their dependency on external 
actors in the globally connected societies. On the other side is the perception that 
economic prospering agents reproduce existing dependency relations by deploying 
ICTs, spreading eurocentric ideals of power and capitalism. Acknowledging that there is 
some truth in both perspectives we conclude that it is paramount to implement and 
evaluate effects, means and interests of ICTs in accordance with the situational 
relevance of the community and individuals affected. 
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Economic circumstances are determining who has the financial means to buy a 
smartphone. Further, digital and technological competencies determine who can benefit 
from the internet. Thus it is clear that the socioeconomic conditions determine from 
where the internet based information is distributed within social networks in the local 
community of Atbo. Provision of smartphones and internet access by an external agent 
such as BlueTown has benefited the information accessibility for the general community 
while enhancing non-smartphone users dependency on key information distributors. 
Individuals’ social capital and engagement in social networks is crucial to both acquiring 
situational relevant information and obtaining technological and digital competencies. 
Hence, engagement in social networks with strong technological competencies can 
increase digital skills and acquisition of relevant information. Further, professions which 
requires information distribution can work as incitement for individuals to engage with 
ICTs and foster digital literacy. 
 
To the question on how ICT can facilitate social change we conclude that it must be 
evaluated in accordance with the situational relevance and with what local communities 
and individuals perceive as improvements of life quality. In Atbo the implementation of 
internet access and distribution of smartphones has resulted in increased relevant 
information distributed in the community, albeit it has enhanced existing hierarchical 
relationships. With a wide range of professions involving active distribution of 
information in Atbo, we stress that the local context is essential when evaluating ICTs 
as a facilitator for social change. 
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